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R. B. Nielsen's Journey
From Aarhus to Dannebrog
by HAROLD JENSEN
INTRODUCTION
Many years ago, possibly when I was seventeen years of
age, my grandfather, Rasmus B. Nielsen (affectionately
called R.B.) asked me if I would write the account of his
experiences as a young man emigrating from Denmark in
1878, with Dannebrog, Nebraska as his destination and
future home. I said I would. We had several sessions at the
kitchen table in his home near Nysted by Dannebrog,
Nebraska. He sat in his captain's chair, and I in a straightbacked kitchen chair. He dictated in Danish while I jotted
down what he said. I filed these notes and for some years I
feared that I had lost them. In a recent move I found them.
The pages are now yellowed, but the writing is legible. The
following pages are a translation of those notes, which tell of
one episode in an immigrant's life - an episode experienced
by many who came to settle in this great land.
R. B. was born in 1851 on a farm near M0llerup. He was
raised by his grandparents who lived near Sk0rring. In 1878
he left Denmark and arrived in Dannebrog, Nebraska on
May 2 - exactly one month after he left Aarhus. One year
later he had bought land and his sweetheart, Gertrude
Christensen, had arrived from Denmark. They were married
on May 27, 1879, in Grand Island.
R. B. Reported that when he arrived in Nebraska all the
land where he wanted to homestead had been taken. Homesteading land was available further west, even as close as
Dannevirke, near Elba, which was only about 30 miles
away. However, only five families had settled there and
making progress there looked as if it could be comparatively
difficult. So R. B. bought 80 acres of land near Dannebrog
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from the Union Pacific Railroad for $4.00 an acre to be paid
off in ten years at six percent interest. This is where he lived
as a farmer unitl his death in 1937.
-Harold Jensen
On April 2, 1878 a party of young men and women
gathered in Aarhus, Denmark. Their plans were to emigrate
to America. Many tears flowed that day as the emigres said
goodbye to father, mother, and their native land.
A Danish-American agent for the Union Pacific Railway
had come to Denmark to recruit young men and women for
settlement in America and had been successful. The final
destination of the ensuing trip was Dannebrog, Nebraska.
At 6:00 p.m. the anchor was raised and the journey from
Aarhus to Leith, Scotland began as we sailed along the east
coast of Jutland and Sweden's west cost. The weather was
pleasant and most of us passengers remained on the ship's
deck in order to get a last glimpse of our native land. But at
midnight we went below deck to find lodging for the night.
Women were lodged in one end of the ship, the men in the
other. We slept on hay and under bed covers that we had
brought with us.
On the morning of April 3 we had reached the northern
part of Jutland, and Denmark slowly vanished from sight as
we sailed into the North Sea. We gathered below to eat
breakfast. We still were among our own countrymen,
received excellent food and care, which, of course, we found
agreeable. (By the way, on the whole trip, we received our
best care on the Danish ship.)
We were now out in the North Sea and the tempo of the
sea-swell increased. Sea sickness was felt, but only with little
discomfort.
The journey to Leith went comparatively well, and at
6:00 a.m. Palm Sunday we dropped anchor in Leith. There
was great activity on board as all work - unloading,
cleaning, etc. - had to be finished by 9:00 a.m. At 9:00 a.m.
the ship's bell rang and all work stopped. Shortly after 9:00
a.m., a Norwegian woman who lived in Leith came on board
the ship and asked us emigrants if we would like to come with
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her to church. Most of us followed her and partook in a
Norwegian service. After the service we walked back to the
ship for dinner. When we had finished our dinner, the
captain said we could disembark, go up town, but that we
had to return onto the ship by 6:00 p.m., as our journey
would continue onto Glasgow the next day. In Leith we saw
several unusual sites, among others a large castle perched on
top of a mountain.
At 6:00 a.m. Monday we were transported to the train
that traveled across Scotland to Glasgow. When we arrived
at the train station we saw the long passenger train which
our party and others were to board. We discovered that
most of the passengers were from Scandinavia - Norway,
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Sweden, and Denmark. Glasgow was an assembly point for
emigrants where they boarded the emigrant steamers that
transported them across the Atlantic.
Our journey through Scotland was interesting, especially
for us Danes. Scotland, unlike Denmark is mountainous.
Only the valleys are tilled - with plows drawn by two
horses in tandem - an unusual site for us Danes. The
railroad on which we traveled followed the valleys and the
tunnels through the mountains. At 4:00 p.m. of the same day
we left from Leith, we arrived in Glasgow. The Danes were
quartered in a hotel in Glasgow at company cost for five
days waiting for the emigrant steamer that would take us
across the Atlantic. Glasgow is a world city. We lived
comparatively well in the hotel, but we no longer received
Danish fare. We Danes experienced something unusual one
evening while we sat visiting on the veranda of the hotel. A
black man, as he passed by, said, "God aften, Landsmcend"
(Good evening, countrymen). He was a sailor from the
Virgin Islands owned by Denmark at that time. During our
stay (which included Maundy Thursday and Good Friday) in
Glasgow, we observed both poverty and drunkenness.
Saturday morning we were requested to assemble aboard
ship at 6:00 p.m. After sipping our last soup at the hotel, we
went to the ship where we saw a spectacle that none of us
would ever forget; the sailors had had an afternoon of celebration ending with drunkenness and rioting. Knives were
brandished and blood flowed on the deck. The ship's officers
had not yet arrived but they were sent for and soon both the
officers and local police arrived on board and stopped the
fracas. (The next day our ship's sailors went about their
work with bandaged heads and hands.) After things had
quieted down on the ship, we lifted anchor and the next leg
of the journey was to Ireland, where we arrived Easter
morning, and where the last of our passengers boarded the
ship for the long trip across the Atlantic. To us, Ireland
appeared to be a poor country - impoverished land with
outcroppings of stone.
At 2:00 p.m. we lifted anchor and with around 800
passengers on board we began the last leg of our long
-36-

journey. Inclement weather met us as we sailed from Ireland
- a tremendous storm with pelting rain. We expected
difficult sailing, especially now that we were in the Atlantic
Ocean. As we sailed into open sea, we encountered a violent
storm that lasted three days.
We suffered greatly from the dreadful seasickness during
that storm. The gigantic ocean waves sloshed over the ship
and the sump pumps worked continuously. We heard it said
that in those three days the ship sailed 300 miles off course.
Fortunately, the storm subsided after the three days, and we
enjoyed comparatively nice weather for the remainder of the
journey. For a while now, time on the ship passed rather
pleasantly. Concerts were scheduled for the evenings; we
Danes sang and the English in turn sang for us. But soon we
were to experience another plague. Because the ship had
sailed off course during the storm, our food began to run
short. Potatoes, bread and meat began to spoil, and the
water was poor. One person died. The burial service, led by
the ship's pastor, was held on the ship. The body was
wrapped in the American flag, hoisted over the railing and
lowered into the sea.
Finally, we reached New York, actually in good condition considering we had spent two weeks on the Atlantic
Ocean. Like all other immigrants, we were unloaded at
Castle Garden. Thousands of immigrants of many, many
nationalities were assembled at Castle Garden. At Castle
Garden we bought most of our food needs for our journey
from New York to Grand Island, Nebraska - a train trip
that took five days. After we came to New York, our party
of Danes decided that we should have a good noon meal in a
hotel managed by a Dane named Schmidt. One of our party
remained with our baggage while the rest of us went to the
hotel where we ordered soup. The soup was good but rice
had been _substituted for dumplings. Our leader became
angry over the fact that we had gone to the hotel to eat. He
felt as if he should manage everything and he was also
somewhat tight-fisted where money matters were concerned.
While in New York, the women complained about the
heat. Their discomfort stemmed in part from the fact that
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they wore wool stockings, and they asked our leader if he
wouldn't go and buy them some cotton stockings. He went
and returned with men's cotton socks, which were a good
deal cheaper - the cheap-skate!
We slept at Castle Garden the night after we landed. We
heard that 3,000 immigrants of many different nationalities slept there that night. After breakfast at Castle Garden,
we were examined and all of us in our party passed the
examination and received our immigration passes. We ate
our noon meal at Castle Garden and at 2:00 p.m., a whole
army of us were led to the immigrant train. At 3:00 p.m. our
train left New York, and as the train sped westward, the
immigrant passengers were spread widely across America as
they left the train upon reaching their various destinations.
Glimpses of the countryside as we rode through New York
suggested that it was a poor agricultural state. The same was
true of what we saw of Pennsylvania with its oil wells. We
actually saw little of Pennsylvania as it was night-time most
of the way through that state. At dawn, we had entered
Ohio and the land began to look like farmland. The same
could be said as we traveled through Indiana. The farmers
were busy plowing for corn. The morning after we entered
Ohio, we arrived in Chicago. We were locked up there
because Chicago was an immigration station and no one was
permitted to get in touch with us. An old Swedish immigrant
had gone to the toilet while we were in Chicago. Almost out
of breath he came running out of the toilet shouting, "The
water is running, the water is running!" (He was unfamiliar
with indoor, water-flushing toilets.)
Our train left Chicago at 4:00 p.m. on the same day it
had arrived. We could see that Illinois was a good farming
state. By evening of the same day, we had entered Iowa, and
we could see that Iowa was a young state. We saw many sod
huts and few of the more substantial houses we had seen
further east. We arrived in Omaha the next morning. We
were not locked up but we were enclosed in a Union Pacific
Railroad yard with high stock boards. I received permission
to accompany our leader to a land office where a land agent
for B&M had land for sale south of the Platte River. Our
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leader told the land agent that I planned to become a farmer
in Nebraska. The land agent for B&M advised me to buy
land south of the Platte because that was the finest land in
Nebraska. But our leader wished to hear no more about that
suggestion and insisted that the land north of the Platte,
namely in Howard County, was equally productive. We
received some small books from our leader which described
the Platte Valley as the Garden of Eden, but Howard County
was accordingly described as one of the best counties
because it had three large rivers and therefore its land would
not be exposed to drought. Late that afternoon we left
Omaha, and as we traveled through eastern Nebraska it was
obvious . to us, on the basis of the many sod huts, that
Nebraska was a young state.
We arrived in Grand Island around 9:00 a.m. the following morning where a group of us immigrants, with our
meager belongings, got off the train. Our leader had written
letters arranging to have wagons from Dannebrog, Nebraska
at the Grand Island railway station to pick us up, but they
had not yet come when we arrived at the station which at
that time was located about one-half mile east of the city. We
sat around the railway station or lay on the prairie grass,
enjoying the most beautiful weather, as we waited for our
wagons. People who lived in Grand Island came out to the
railway station to see these "strangers" who had arrived in
town - many of them Danes. One of my traveling
companions, Hans Nielsen, a brick layer, was hired right
there and then.
In the afternoon the wagons from Dannebrog that were
to transport us to our future home-town arrived. Shortly
after we left Grand Island, we found ourselves within a vast
area of sandbluffs. I became very discouraged and said to
our leader, "this looks like a desert." He replied, "Yes, but
wait until you get to Dannebrog and you'll be seeing
something else." We came to Dannebrog about 4:00 p.m.
Dannebrog was a pretty little country town - its inhabitants
almost all Danes. We were billeted in various homes out on
the farms where, under the circumstances, we felt fairly
satisfied. Most of the Danish women in our party found jobs
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in Grand Island, but a few of them found work in
Dannebrog. Most of the men went further west where many
found work with the Union Pacific Railroad. I stayed near
Dannebrog and two days after arrival I was hired to work on
a farm, plowing, and this I knew how to do. I felt as if I had
never plowed finer soil - no stones or other encumbrances.
This then ends my account of the journey from Denmark to
Dannebrog, Nebraska.
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